Part I

Bare walls and a whole lot of empty space. That's how I remember the first apartment my wife and I rented. The only things we had to fill the space were an old, cheap "entertainment center" purchased from Wal-Mart and an air mattress, also purchased from Wal-Mart. The "entertainment center" was cheap pressboard held together by wood glue and hope. I'd bought it a couple of years earlier after purchasing a 13" television that I didn't want to set it up on my dresser, which was the only substantial piece of furniture in my room. I didn't have cable or a VCR, but that didn't matter. At this point, it was more important to liberate myself from the capricious viewing habits of my fellow dorm rats in the common room, than to enjoy the veritable cornucopia of programming provided by 33 channels of basic cable.

Unfortunately, in my zeal for independence I had failed to recognize the limitations of my location and quickly found out that freedom was just another word for nothing on to watch. Delaware had only one native television channel in the whole state: Channel 16. So while everyone else was whooping it up in the common room to some action flick or basking in the poetic grace of Olympic women's figure skating, I was watching a static-filled picture of the local Ag Report. 

However, both my independence and limited viewing options would shortly be rectified by the arrival of my first room mate. Had it not been for the vagaries of service life and its forcing together of disparate peoples, I would never have willingly associated with the manchild who now shared my very small room. He was into clubbing. I was not. He liked to have relations with skanks while I was in the room. I did not. He lacked a frontal lobe. I did not. He was white trash with no respect for himself or others. I was not. He was what we would affectionately call in our modern vernacular a "douchebag."  But he was a douchebag with a VCR and a truck, so I tolerated his existence even if I did not accept it. Over the next few days, I connected his stuff to my stuff and exchanged the monotony of Channel 16 for the tyranny of his VHS collection. It was not a vast library to confound the mind with breadth and depth of selection, but rather a tightly focused collection of porn and Jean-Claude van Damme movies. Years later, when people asked why I had amassed such a large DVD collection, I could only shrug and recall a ghastly state of affairs that I never wished to repeat.

Alas, a few months later the dream was over. My roommate started "ghosting," meaning he had suckered some local girl into allowing him to live at her place, but he was also still listed as residing in Room 29 of Building 475, Dover AFB, DE. He couldn't officially move out, because the rules at the time stated that all single airmen had to live in the dorms. He still took all his stuff, though.

I was back at square one with my proudly assembled entertainment center and 13" TV with its solitary channel. As I sat on my bunk watching the Farm Report and wondering whether the Air Force would visit another Cro-Magnon with a VCR upon me, my brain conjured a most elegant solution to my meager entertainment problem. A CD Player! What I really needed was a CD Player! My mind trailed off into a utopian technolust fantasy of blinking lights, myriad buttons, and hours of endless entertainment. Music had always been an integral part of my life and its extended absence had surely been noted by my melody-starved mind, so I aimed to resolve that glaring discrepancy.

I jumped out of my bunk and hoofed it to the other side of the base to the BX. Upon my arrival, I focused on nothing else but the electronics section and let nary a distraction deter me from my path as I wound a circuitous route to the back of the store. At last, I cleared the underwear stands in the men's apparel section and beheld Shangri-la: dozens of large, rectangular boxes sitting upon the shelves, as if deposited there by a benevolent god, illuminating my body with the soft blue glow of their LCD displays. I marveled at all the buttons, dials, and iridescent stickers proclaiming the special features of each sleek, beautiful black box. Every single unit represented the ticket to eternal happiness and would solidify my room as the swingin' place to be. I scanned the LCD displays of the assembled units and soon all the numbers and blinking lights blurred together as my mind wandered off to contemplate better living through technology.

I was snapped out of my reverie by the sight of the JVC CD Player. Constructed of burnished steel, it featured an orange LCD display with dozens of icons and lights. It had big, ballsy buttons running across the bottom and featured a gigantic magazine for feeding multiple CD's into the player. A multiple disk CD Player! I would surely be walking in tall cotton with this thing. I seemed to slowly glide towards it, mesmerized by its electric orange light.

"Yeah, you want me," it seemed to say. "I'm bold. I stand out from the crowd. I'm not like those generic, cookie-cutter boxes over there. I'm big, orange, different."

I searched around the bottom rack where they kept the product boxes and found the JVC. It was the last one left. Surely this was a hot product, known by the slick cats in town to be popular with the ladies. It was also the most expensive player, ensuring high quality and hours of pleasurable listening enjoyment. I carried the box over to the counter, plopped down my credit card and quickly completed the transaction. I took my time leaving the BX, ensuring my purchase was conspicuously displayed to all who looked my way. As I strutted out of the store, I gave passers-by the look that said, "I'm obviously a man of taste and sophistication. Someone you want to know. If you play your cards right, you too can join me in listening to this fine piece of electronica." I would have done better to ask one of them for a lift, as the box seemingly increased in weight with every passing yard on the road to my dorm, which was still a couple of miles away. At first, I shifted the box from underneath one arm to the other every few minutes with relative ease, but soon enough each arm begged for release of its burden after only a few steps and I soon adopted the extreme lean of someone who is either carrying a great weight on one side or is quite drunk. 

I arrived at my dorm just before I was ready to tip over and with renewed vigor raced up the outer stairway, blew through the door to the hallway, eagerly unlocked my door, and entered my room. I tossed the box onto my bunk, then threw off my jacket as I hungrily stared at the simple box whose contents contained my ticket to nirvana. I tore open the box--my adrenaline-powered muscles overpowering the packing tape--and there it was, nestled snugly between two pieces of molded styrofoam. Its gunmetal top glinted in the fluorescent light, pleading to be loosed from its foam encasement. I happily complied with its wishes and unleashed a snowstorm in my room as I violently shredded the foam to liberate it from its prison. As I gently removed the plastic bag serving as the final barrier to melodic bliss, the remaining chunks of molded styrofoam slipped to the floor and were quickly crushed underfoot as I crossed my room and softly placed the CD Player in my bookcase. I quickly undid the twist tie holding the plug wire together and shoved the plug into the wall, sending life-giving electricity to my newest electronic pal. I stood-up from the outlet and stared face-to-face with my new love. A single red light in the corner indicated the juice was flowing as it waited for me to turn it on.

I pressed the power button and was immediately greeted with the LCD display and a bunch of mechanical clunks as the unit looked for a CD in the magazine. A shiver ran down my spine as a single tear escaped my eye. It was perhaps the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. I tore myself away from the dazzling display for a moment to find the remote control buried under a pile of disarded foam and a superfluous instruction manual. I removed the remote from its bag and slowly caressed the soft rubber buttons arrayed in a deliberately confusing pattern--a safegaurd, no doubt, to prevent mere peasants from operating such powerful machinery. 

I shoved the batteries into the remote and pointed it at my CD Player, commanding the device to perform all manner of functions. Turn off. Turn on. Switch modes. Switch magazine trays. "Chunk, chunk, chunk!" it happily rang out in compliance with each of my commands. It was a symphony of pure electronic bliss. After a few seconds of careful searching, I found the button I was looking for. The one with the single triangle on its face. I pressed play. The LCD scolded my attempt by reminding me that the CD tray was empty. Oh yeah, I needed a CD. Of course! How could I be so stupid? I looked around the room and suddenly recalled that I didn't have any CDs and forgot to buy one at the BX. All of my CDs were still back home, and I didn't have a car to drive down there to get them.

I collapsed back on my bunk bed and stared at the CD Player. Its LCD screen steadily mocked me with its "No CD" icon. It was a cruel, cruel mistress. I turned the CD Player off with a snort of derision and resolved to find a way back home to get my CD collection.
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